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Abbreviations and Notes

AN — Anguttara Nikaya (book.sutta)

Dhp — Dhammapada (verse)

DN - Digha Nikaya (sutta.verse)

Iti — Ttivuttaka (verse)

MMK - Miilamadhyamaka-karika (chapter)

MN — Majjhima Nikaya (sutta.verse)

PED - Pali-English Dictionary from the Pali Text Society
SN — Samyutta Nikaya (book.sutta)

Snp — Sutta Nipata (book.sutta)

Ud — Udana (book.sutta)

Vsm — Visuddhimagga (The Path of Purification by Buddhaghosa,
translated by the Ven. Nanamoli, BPS 1956 +)

o

Footnotes with the symbols * T I @ and + provide additional information
that did not fit easily in the main body. Endnotes with a number are
references and can usually be ignored unless you wish to delve into the
sources.

In order to save typing, all the internet URLs mentioned in this book can be
found at http://sodapi.leighb.com/links.htm.

Most of the suttas mentioned can be found at Sutta Central via
http://leighb.com/suttacentral.htm.



Preface

On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling among the Kurus, where
there was a town of the Kurus named Kammasadamma. Then the Venerable
Ananda approached the Blessed One, paid homage to him, sat down to one
side, and said to him:

“It is wonderful, venerable sir! It is amazing, venerable sir! This dependent
origination is so deep and so deep in implications, yet to me it seems as
clear as clear can be.”

“Not so, Ananda! Not so, Ananda! This dependent origination is deep and
deep in implications. It is because of not understanding and not penetrating
this Dhamma, Ananda, that this generation has become like a tangled
skein, like a knotted ball of thread, like matted reeds and rushes, and does
not pass beyond the plane of misery, the bad destinations, the nether world,
samsara.” DN 15, SN 12.60

“So, Leigh, I hear you are writing a book on dependent origination. Aren't
you in the same boat as Ananda?”

“Actually, I think Ananda had a better boat.”

“So, in that case, why are you writing a book on dependent origination?”
“Well, there seems to be lots of misinformation and lots of missing
information about dependent origination. So I thought I'd share what I've

learned so far about the topic, along with some of the implications of
dependent origination not found explicitly in the suttas.”
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Some of what I write here could be accurate. Some of it could completely
miss the mark. And what's written here is certainly very incomplete. But it's
what I've seen so far by exploring the concepts of dependent origination.
All credit to the Buddha for “finding and showing the way,” and to all those
who have preserved that Dhamma for us today.



Introduction

This Dhamma that I have attained is profound, hard to see and hard
to understand, peaceful and sublime, unattainable by mere
reasoning, subtle, to be experienced by the wise. MN 26.19

This book is not a complete treatment of the topic of dependent origination.
Such a task is actually impossible, even for a fully awakened" one.
Dependent origination is “unattainable by mere reasoning, subtle, to be
experienced by the wise.” No amount of words can do it justice — it has to
be experienced for oneself.

Nonetheless, there are lots of words that can be said which can serve as
“fingers pointing at the moon.” What I’ll attempt to do here is lay out the
various traditional understandings of dependent origination, and then the
deep, more profound teachings found in the suttas of the Pali Canon. As
well, I'll bring in ideas and insights from later Buddhist literature and also
those I've personally encountered while working with dependent
origination.

The book is divided into three parts:

Part 1 provides background information that will be needed to understand
what follows.

Part 2 discusses the links of dependent origination, examining various
interpretations and their implications.

Part 3 dives into the general case of dependently arising phenomena and the
deeper implication thereof.

One of the most important things to keep in mind when exploring any of
the Buddha's teachings is that he was a phenomenologist, not a
metaphysicist. By “phenomenologist” I'm not referring to the philosophy of
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Edmund Husserl; rather I am saying that the Buddha was only interested in
the phenomena we experience and our responses to those experiences. By
saying “not a metaphysicist” I'm pointing out that the Buddha was not
interested in explaining the fundamental nature of the world. However, the
general principle of dependent origination (which we will get to eventually)
does have metaphysical implications, even though they are only a side
effect.

Even though the Buddha wasn't teaching metaphysics per se, Buddhist
Metaphysics certainly exists. But Buddhist Metaphysics is a later invention
and will not be of any help in understanding dependent origination."

Eschewing metaphysics is actually a difficult thing to do for most people
when they are studying spiritual literature. We all want to know, “What's
really going on here?!?” Well, the Buddha didn't answer that sort of
question. In fact, he point blank refused to answer the primary metaphysical
questions of his time:

Is the cosmos infinite or not?

Is the cosmos eternal or not?

Is the soul the same as the body or not?

What happens to an awakened one after death?’

He very consistently stuck to teaching “dukkha and the end of dukkha”* by
having people explore the phenomena they experience and their responses
to those experiences.* In this regard, consider the Ciilamalunkya Sutta (MN
63), which presents a simile about a man struck by a poisoned arrow who
would not allow the arrow to be removed until he learned everything about
the how and why of being struck by that arrow. That man dies before
learning all those details because the arrow was not removed. Metaphysical

questions are an equally useless distraction from the actual goal of ending
dukkha.
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The scholarship supporting this phenomenological approach will emerge as
we explore dependent origination from the perspective of the suttas of the
Pali Canon. As we delve into dependent origination, you should keep this
non-metaphysical, phenomenological outlook firmly in mind.

* Throughout this book, I will use “awakened” rather than the perhaps more
familiar “enlightened” since “enlightened” is not an accurate translation,
having been chosen by the early translators to suggest a connection with the
European Enlightenment.

T “With the Buddha ... any treatment of any entity or aspect of reality was
suspect for he did not allow any definitive metaphysicizing, generally
referred to as views or points of view concerning reality. Yet, despite strong
condemnation of metaphysical views, we note that in subsequent Buddhist
literature ... there is a vast array of doctrines dealing with empirical
phenomenal matters.” Inada, pg 465

+ “Dukkha” is most often translated as “suffering,” but see the chapter
Dukkha is a Bummer for a more comprehensive translation.

1. E.g. DN 9.25-27, SN 44.7&8, AN 10.95

2. E.g. MN 22.38 and SN 22.86
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PART 1 - Background

Dependent Origination is the most important teaching that the Buddha uses
to explain what dukkha” arises dependent upon and to provide a strategy for
ending dukkha. Dependent Origination is often presented as linked list of
dependencies, frequently numbering twelve items. But it is far more than
just the twelve item linked list; the implications of the general case of
“something arising dependent upon something else” are quite profound and
lead to some of the deepest of all the Buddha's teachings.

The next four chapters provide background information needed to begin to
understand what the Buddha was teaching with Dependent Origination.
These chapters go from more general to more specific.

* See the next chapter for a detailed discussion of this most important Pali
word
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Dukkha is a Bummer

Both formerly and now what I teach is dukkha and the end of
dukkha. MN 22.38, SN 22.86

As a starting point for exploring dependent origination, we need to keep in
mind the Buddha's own statement about exactly what he was teaching; he
said on several occasions that he taught “dukkha and the end of dukkha.”"
Hopefully, this book will show how an understanding of dependent
origination leads to gaining the insights necessary for ending dukkha.

The extremely important Pali word dukkha gets translated using a number
of different English words: suffering,

stress, unsatisfactoriness. But none of these words really captures what the
Buddha was saying when he used the word dukkha. It does mean
“suffering” and “stress” and “unsatisfactoriness” — but it includes all the
minor annoyances of life as well. It's basically “getting what one does not
want” and “not getting what one does want.” It covers all those little
niggling feelings that life is not perfect.

In a number of discourses, the Buddha says:

Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of dukkha: birth is dukkha,
aging is dukkha, illness is dukkha, death is dukkha; union with what
is displeasing is dukkha; separation from what is pleasing is
dukkha; not to get what one wants is dukkha; in brief, the five
aggregates subject to clinging are dukkha. DN 22, SN 56:11, etc.

What if we plug in the usual English words and see what we get? But rather
than using that whole long sentence above, let's start with:

“Having the flu is dukkha.”
“Losing your sunglasses is dukkha.”



14 Dependent Origination and Emptiness

So first “suffering”:

“Having the flu is suffering.” — yeah, OK.
“Losing your sunglasses is suffering.” — not really, you wimp.

“Suffering” seems too strong in some cases. So let's try “stress”:

“Having the flu is stress.” — yeah, but I want to change “stress” to
“stressful.”

“Losing your sunglasses is stress.” — once more “stressful” would
work better.

SO

“Having the flu is stressful.” — yeah, OK.
“Losing your sunglasses is stressful.” — if losing sunglasses is
stressful, you need a vacation for sure.

Again, “stress” seems too strong in some cases. And changing “stress” to
“stressful” changes a noun to an adjective; we lose something thereby.
What about “unsatisfactoriness”:

“Having the flu is unsatisfactoriness.” — too weak and I want to
change “unsatisfactoriness” to “unsatisfactory.”

“Losing your sunglasses is unsatisfactoriness.” — again
“unsatisfactory” would work better.

SO

“Having the flu is unsatisfactory.” — that's a weird way to speak for
sure.

“Losing your sunglasses is unsatisfactory.” — it works, but it's weird
— and again we are going from a noun to an adjective.

Maybe instead of using the usual English words, what if we try working
from the literal meaning of dukkha — “dirty hole”. The hole originally
referred to the axle hole in a cart wheel. In order for the wheel to turn
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smoothly, the hole needs greasing. But the grease can also cause dirt and
pebbles to collect in the hole, thus giving an unsatisfactory ride. So a dirty
hole produces unpleasantness.

Let's try the literal meaning of dukkha:

“Having the flu is [a] dirty hole.”
“Losing your sunglasses is [a] dirty hole.”

We need to insert the article “a” since Pali has no articles. But this is
actually much less meaningful than anything above. Is there any English
phrase that is close to “dirty hole” and means things are not quite right?
How about “bad space”:

“Having the flu is a bad space.”
“Losing your sunglasses is a bad space.”

I'd want to fix these up as:

“Having the flu put me in a bad space.”
“Losing your sunglasses puts you in a bad space.”

This is a little better, but we've strayed rather far from the simple “Having
the flu is dukkha.”

What other English phrases mean something like “put me in a bad space”?
How about “bummed me out”. Or even better, the shortened “bummer”:

“Having the flu is a bummer.”
“Losing your sunglasses is a bummer.”

Again, we've needed to introduce the article “a”, but this is much more
promising. Let's try it in the original quote:

“Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of dukkha: birth is a
bummer; aging is a bummer; illness is a bummer; death is a
bummer; grief, lamentation, bodily pain, mental pain and despair are
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bummers; having to associate with what is displeasing is a bummer,
separation from what is pleasing is a bummer; not getting what one
wants, that too is a bummer: In brief the five aggregates subject to
clinging are all bummers.”

The downsides seem to be only the need for “a” and the need at times to
make “bummer” plural. But this better captures the range of dukkha than
“suffering” or “stress” or “unsatisfactoriness” and it doesn't generate weird
constructs either. It keeps the word as a noun, and a noun with an
embedded verb sense since a “bummer” bums you out. Plus, very
importantly, it captures the fact that the Buddha wasn't teaching that dukkha
“resides” in the object, but in your mind — see for example the sutta on the
Two Arrows at SN 36.6." If aging and death are dukkha, the end of dukkha
doesn't imply the end of aging or death; the end of dukkha implies not
getting all bummed out when these things occur. This gives a much clearer
picture that the end of dukkha doesn't come from changing the external
world, but by changing one's reactions to the external world:

“Bummer! I lost my sunglasses at the beach.”
“Well, it's only sunglasses, don't get all bummed out about it.”

Of course, we should check this more carefully by plugging “bummer” into
a few more of the Buddha's teachings. How about the Four Noble Truths:

Dukkha
Bummers happen.
The Origin of Dukkha
Bummers arise dependent on craving.
The Cessation of Dukkha
With the cessation of craving comes the cessation of bummers.
The Path of Practice that Leads to the Cessation of Dukkha
The Noble Eightfold Path leads to the cessation of bummers.

That works. Let's try another:



17

“I teach only dukkha and the end of dukkha.”
“I teach only bummers and the end of bummers.”

And from SN 12.15;

“One has no uncertainty or doubt that, when there is arising, only
dukkha is arising; and that when there is passing away, only dukkha
is passing away.”

“One has no uncertainty or doubt that, when there is arising, only
bummers are arising; and that when there is passing away, only
bummers are passing away.”

Not quite as smooth, but it still works. How about a more modern phrase:
“May you be free from suffering and the causes of suffering.”
which actually is
“May you be free from dukkha and the causes of dukkha.”
and converts to
“May you be free from bummers and the causes of bummers.”

Yep, that's what we are after.

Maybe “bummer” is too flippant for such a serious subject. It's doubtful it
will make it into the academic world and we're highly unlikely to find
translations using “bummer” rather than “suffering” or “stress”. But maybe
thinking about dukkha from a hippy slang perspective will help you
understand more deeply what exactly the Buddha was teaching."

I will continue to use “dukkha” rather than “bummer” or any other
translation of this very important word. Although “bummer” comes closer
to capturing what “dukkha” means than any other English word (in my
opinion), even “bummer” does not encompass all the subtleties of the
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meaning of “dukkha.”

The key thing is that dukkha does not reside “out there;” it resides in your
response to the inevitable suffering, stress, and bummers of life. The
Buddha's teaching of dependent origination is pointing to a way of
experiencing the world such that your responses to the stresses of life don't
generate negative mental states.

* In SN 36.6 — The Sallatha Sutta (The Dart) — the Buddha says:

It is as if a man were pierced by a dart and, following the first
piercing, he is hit by a second dart. So that person will experience
feelings caused by two darts. It is similar with an untaught
worldling: when touched by a painful feeling, he worries and
grieves, he laments, beats his breast, weeps and is distraught. So he
experiences two kinds of feeling: a bodily and a mental feeling.

It is as if a man were pierced by a dart, but was not hit by a second
dart following the first one. So this person experiences feelings
caused by a single dart only. It is similar with a well-taught noble
disciple: when touched by a painful feeling, he will not worry or
grieve and lament, he will not beat his breast and weep, nor will he
be distraught. He experiences one single feeling, a bodily one.

Clearly the well-taught noble disciple doesn't get bummed out. Two other
suttas that have a similar theme are SN 1.38 and SN 4.13 — both are about
physical pain without mental pain (i.e. no bummers).

T See Appendix 3 for a further brief discussion of why “suffering” is a poor
choice for translating “dukkha.”
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1. MN 22.38 and SN 22.86. See Tricycle Magazine, Winter 2013, “I Teach
Only Suffering And The End Of Suffering” by Bhikkhu Bodhi for a
detailed discussion of this famous phrase.
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The Noble Quest

“[T]his generation delights in attachment, takes delight in
attachment, rejoices in attachment. It is hard for such a generation
to see this important thing, namely, this-that conditionality,
dependent origination. And it is hard to see these important things,
namely, the stilling of all fabrications, the relinquishing of all
acquisitions, the destruction of craving, dispassion, cessation,
Nibbana.” MN 26.19

Thus have I heard: Two and a half thousand years ago in northern India
there lived a young man of the Gotama clan. We don’t really know his first
name. He’s usually referred to as Siddhartha Gotama, but that's clearly a
much later tradition.” He was apparently the son of the elected leader of the
Sakyans — in other words he came from a well-to-do family. At the age of
twenty-nine, he left his homeland at the foot of the Himalayas and headed
south to the Ganges river valley to seek his spiritual fortune.

The Ganges river valley at that time was crawling with spiritual seekers.
The economy in India, which was agriculture-based, had reached a level of
sophistication such that it could support people who weren't directly
engaged in producing food. This had resulted in a large number of full-time
spiritual seekers who gained their livelihood by going on alms rounds. This
also led to the rise of standing armies. You win some, you lose some.

Master Gotama headed east and south to the land of the Kalamas. There he
studied with a teacher named Alara Kalama. He learned Alara's doctrine
and his meditation practice which culminated in what we know as the
seventh jhana,’ the Realm of No-thingness. In fact, Master Gotama was So
skilled at the practices and understood the doctrine of Alara Kalama so well
that eventually Alara said to him, “Come, we will lead this order together.”
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But Master Gotama had left home because he was seeking an end to
dukkha. However, all he’d learned was the seventh jhana — dukkha was still
there upon returning to normal consciousness from the Realm of No-
thingness. So he left.

He continued on south to the kingdom of Magadha where he sought out
another teacher, Uddaka Ramaputta — Uddaka the son of Rama. He learned
Rama’s doctrine and his practice, which culminated in what we know as the
eighth jhana, the Realm of Neither-Perception-Nor-Non-Perception. At that
point, Uddaka offered him sole leadership of that group, but once again,
Master Gotama had not learned what to do about dukkha, so again he left.

He spent the next several years practicing austerities. He practiced things
like holding his breath for as long as he could. What he discovered was that
if you hold your breath for a long time over and over again, it generates
terrible headaches. He practiced eating one grain of rice a day. From that he
discovered that if you eat one grain of rice a day, you get really skinny and
weak. In fact, eventually Master Gotama became so weak that he had a
tendency to fall over. He realized some six years after he’d left his home
that he was in such an emaciated state that he was in no condition to do any
sort of spiritual practice. All of his austere striving had not brought him any
closer to understanding what to do about dukkha.

He began thinking about what he could do instead of these austerities. He
remembered an incident from his childhood when he was sitting under a
rose-apple tree and his father was working — plowing, it is usually assumed.
While young Master Gotama sat there, he fell into the first jhana.*
Reflecting back some quarter century later on that experience of the first
jhana, he thought “why am I afraid of that pleasure? It has nothing to do
with sensuality. Could these jhanas be the way to Awakening?” Reflecting
even further, he decided these jhanas are the way to Awakening. But being
so weak, he realized that in order to resume jhana practice, he was going to
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have to regain his strength, so he began eating solid food.

Now at that time, there were five other ascetics practicing with Master
Gotama, and when they saw he was eating solid food they thought he had
resorted to a life of luxury and they left in disgust. But Master Gotama had
not resorted to a life of luxury, he hadn’t given up the spiritual path. He was
just seeking something other than the dead ends he had so far explored. The
suttas don’t say how long it took him to regain his strength; it probably
would have taken some months. During that time, he found a good place
under a fig tree near the Nerafijara River to live and practice.

Some of the suttas tell us that one evening, as the sun was setting, he sat
down to meditate and entered the jhanas. one, two, three, four." And then —
well, the suttas give various accounts of what happened that night. Maybe
all of what the various accounts say, happened; maybe only some of them
happened. But for sure, when the sun rose the next morning, Master
Gotama was a changed person. He was awake. He was the Buddha. It is
said that he spent the next seven weeks hanging out in the vicinity of what
we now call the Bodhi Tree. He apparently spent the first week just
enjoying the bliss of awakening. But eventually he began contemplating
whether he could teach what he had discovered to anyone else. At first his
mind was disinclined to teach. What he had learned was quite subtle. It
went against the stream. It went against the culture of people who were
pursuing pleasure and enjoying their acquisitions.

In MN 26.19, we find the Buddha recounting his musing at that time:

I considered: “This Dhamma that I have attained is profound, hard to
see and hard to understand, peaceful and sublime, unattainable by
mere reasoning, subtle, to be experienced by the wise. But this
generation delights in attachment, takes delight in attachment,
rejoices in attachment. It is hard for such a generation to see this



23

important thing, namely, this-that conditionality, dependent
origination. And it is hard to see these important things, namely, the
stilling of all fabrications, the relinquishing of all acquisitions, the
destruction of craving, dispassion, cessation, Nibbana.’"

The two sentences about “important things” are very significant if we really
want to understand what the Buddha was teaching. This sutta, MN 26, is
regarded by many scholars as being likely the most authentic story of the
Buddha's awakening that can be found in the Pali Canon.t The first
“important thing” mentioned in verse 19 is
“idappaccayatapaticcasamuppddo” which is a compound consisting of
“idappaccayata” and “paticcasamuppada”. The first word is defined in the
Pali English Dictionary (PED)? as “having its foundation in this, i. e.
causally connected, by way of cause.” More colloquially we can say “this
arises because of that.” Or to shorten it further “this-that conditionality.”

“Paticcasamuppada” is the word we translate as “dependent origination” or
“dependent arising.” Sometimes you find it translated as “dependent co-
origination” or “dependent co-arising” with the internal “sam” becoming
the “co-.” But some scholars (like Rhys Davids in the PED) imply that the
“sam” simply converts “uppada” (coming into existence, appearance,
birth)® into “samuppada” (origin, arising, genesis, coming to be,
production)* and so the “co-" is not actually in the Pali. As we'll see as we
get deeper into the exploration of paticcasamuppada, it is really just
splitting hairs and not actually of any real importance whether the “co-" is
there or not in English. My main reason for not using the “co-” is that I hear
people talking about “co-dependent origination” or “co-dependent arising”
which is definitely not something the Buddha ever spoke about. I will use
“dependent origination” to refer to the doctrine/teaching and “dependent
arising” to refer to the phenomenon/experience itself.

This “important thing” (this-that conditionality, dependent origination) is
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the heart of the Buddha's teaching. At MN 28.28, Sariputta quotes the
Buddha as having said, “One who sees dependent origination sees the
Dhamma; one who sees the Dhamma sees dependent origination.”
Dependent origination is the richest vein to mine in the whole of the
teachings. As the Buddha said to Ananda in the opening of DN 15, it's
because of not understanding dependent origination that people have gotten
themselves into this tangled ball of woe. This book is an exploration of just
what the Buddha meant and was trying to teach using this important
concept.

This “important thing” (this-that conditionality, dependent origination) also
appears to be the Buddha's best attempt to describe what happened the night
of awakening. As we will see in a few chapters, what makes the most sense
is found in the suttas Samyutta 12.65 and Udana 1.1-1.3. It indicates that
the discovery of this-that conditionality, dependent origination is what the
Buddha discovered that night of his awakening.

There is a second sentence at MN 26.19 on “important things” that are
difficult to understand: “namely, the stilling of all fabrications, the
relinquishing of all acquisitions, the destruction of craving, dispassion,
cessation, Nibbana.” Our exploration of dependent origination will also be
an exploration of these difficult yet important things.

Obviously the Buddha did decide to teach — he thought maybe those who
had little dust in their eyes would understand what he had come to
understand. And when those five ascetic friends — his first disciples —
understood what he was teaching, he knew there were indeed people with
little dust in their eyes.

* Siddhattha (Pali), Siddhartha (Sanskrit) “he who has gained the goal”
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T The jhanas are eight altered states of consciousness, brought on via
concentration, and each yielding a deeper state of concentration than the
previous. For more, see my book Right Concentration: A Practical
Guide to the Jhanas.

+ The first jhana is described as “filled with rapture and happiness.”

o For multiple translations of the important part of MN 26, see
http://leighb.com/mn26_19.htm.

T E.g. Pande, pg 123ff, regards this sutta as an early composition.
Unfortunately MN 26 does not really provide any information as to exactly
what the Buddha's practice was that night of awakening.

1. MN 26.14-17 and MN 36.21-37

2. See PED under “Ida & Idan™ as well as the entry for “Paccayata”.

3. PED under “Uppada”

4. PED under “Samuppada”



26 Dependent Origination and Emptiness

Necessary Conditions
Dukkha arises dependent on craving. SN 56.11

To start getting a handle on dependent origination, it's necessary to
understand that dependent origination is not about causes, but about
necessary conditions.” Understanding the idea of “necessary condition” is
extremely important for understanding dependent origination. A necessary
condition for the light in your room to be on is that the light switch be on.
However, the light switch is not a sufficient condition — you also need the
electrical power plant to be producing electricity, and you need all the wires
from the power plant to the light in your room to be intact, as well as
having a working lightbulb. The light switch being on, the electric plant
producing electricity, and the wires being intact are all necessary conditions
for the lightbulb to function. Furthermore, none of these are sufficient
conditions; nor are any of them the actual cause of the light shining — the
light actually shines because of excited electrons inside the lightbulb
emitting photons.

The power of discovering necessary conditions comes from the fact that
you don't need to understand the cause of something in order to turn it off
or to prevent it from arising. All you need is a necessary condition you can
manipulate. If something is happening and you want it to stop, find a
necessary condition for that something and turn off that necessary condition
— the something ceases. If you want to turn off the light in your room, you
don't have to blow up the power plant, you don't have to cut the wires to
your house, you don't even need to know what causes the light to shine.
You can turn off the light just by turning off the light switch — it's an easily
manipulable necessary condition for the light. If you want to prevent the
light from coming back on, just prevent the light switch from being turned
on.
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Dependent origination is a teaching about necessary conditions. Remember
the Buddha is only teaching dukkha and the end of dukkha. The method he
uses to bring dukkha to an end is to identify necessary conditions for the
arising of dukkha and then find some necessary condition(s) he can
manipulate to turn off the dukkha. This is what the teaching of the Four
Noble' Truths is all about:

1. Dukkha is the problem.

2. Dukkha arises dependent on the necessary condition of craving.

3. With the ceasing of the necessary condition of craving, dukkha
ceases.

4. There is a path of practice that can be learned in order to cease
craving and thereby cease generating dukkha.

The Four Noble Truths are a summary of dependent origination in that they
highlight some of the most important dependencies, particularly the one
between Craving and Dukkha. My teacher Ayya Khema referred to the
Four Noble Truths as “Dependent origination in telegram style.” Today I
guess we would say “... in Twitter style.”’

The major difficulty with this is that turning off craving is a lot harder than
turning off a light switch. This is why, although an understanding of the
Four Noble Truths is a great help on the path to freedom, it is not sufficient.
A deeper teaching is needed to further help one fully accomplish turning off
craving, and that teaching is this teaching of dependent origination. But it
“is profound, hard to see and hard to understand, peaceful and sublime,
unattainable by mere reasoning, subtle, to be experienced by the wise.” An
intellectual understanding of dependent origination is a good start, but is
not sufficient; it must not only be understood, but it also must be
experienced.

But in order to experience this dependent origination deeply enough for it
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to be transformative, it does need to be understood first. So what do the
twelve links of dependent origination really mean? What's the bigger
picture here? How should we interpret this? This is what we will look at in
the next several chapters.

* At least when dependent origination is taught well, it is said that each link
arises dependent on the previous. Unfortunately it is often said that each
link is caused by the previous link. However, this is an important
distinction — the Buddha was teaching dependencies, not causes.

This is not to say that an exploration of causes is unwarranted. It's just that
the Buddha was not teaching causes when he taught dependent origination.
There are other arenas where understanding causes is very important —
much of modern science is about exploring causes. And of course, the
Buddha did teach causes in other circumstances.

T Although the word “Noble” is a correct literal translation, it doesn't really
capture all of what is meant. “Ennobling” would be far more elucidating,
since practicing in accord with this understanding will ennoble you. But I
will continue to use the more familiar “Noble.”

1. Also see AN 3.61 which makes the same correlation between the 4 Noble
Truths and Dependent Origination.
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From what is endearing there have arisen quarrels, disputes....

Snp 4.11
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Frequently when dependent origination is taught, it is discussed in terms of

The Twelve Links of Dependent Origination. Each link is said to arise

dependent upon the previous link:

Dependent upon Ignorance, Sankhara arise,
dependent upon Sankhara, Consciousness arises,
dependent upon Consciousness, Name-and-Form arise,
dependent upon Name-and-Form, 6 Senses arise,
dependent upon 6 Senses, Contact arises,
dependent upon Contact, Vedana arises,
dependent upon Vedana, Craving arises,
dependent upon Craving, Clinging arises,
dependent upon Clinging, Becoming arises,
dependent upon Becoming, Birth arises,
dependent upon Birth, Aging-and-Death arise.

But what this twelve-link model is attempting to teach is certainly not
obvious and is difficult to grasp. Caroline Rhys Davids, one of the early
If you start trying to
make sense of the twelve links, it’s a difficult proposition. The next to the

»1

Pali scholars, refers to it as a “mysterious old rune.

last thing that happens is you get born? That seems kind of weird. Everyone
else points out that you get born first. Here you’re getting born just before

you die? What's that about? That's not the only strange thing here. Once

you begin to get a good understanding of what each link is actually
referring to, even more strange things can start cropping up.

Of course, the two Pali words Sarnkhara and Vedana need to be understood
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before anyone can begin to understand the twelve links. Sankhara is
literally “making together” and refers, in its most general sense, to anything
that is constructed, fabricated, concocted. So all the things of the material
world are sankharas, but so are your thoughts, emotions, ideas, intentions
and memories. Sankhara gets translated using a large variety of English
words in different contexts. But the Buddha was using only a single word in
all those contexts. Hence Thanissaro Bhikkhu’s “fabrication” and
Santikaro’s “concoction” are the most suitable translations.

Vedana are your initial mental response to sensory inputs — and there are
only three possibilities: pleasant, unpleasant, and neither-pleasant-nor-
unpleasant. They are instinctual, automatic responses built into the old
brain by evolution for survival purposes. They arise in your consciousness
without any conscious intention or direction on your part. There is not
really a good English word for translating “vedana” (although “valence”
comes quite close), so I will always leave it untranslated. It definitely never
means “emotions” even though it is often translated as “feelings™.

Rather than jumping right in with the twelve links, which is the most
complex recension and most likely the latest development in the doctrine of
dependent origination, I'm going to start at the beginning. But wait, where
is the beginning? The Buddha’s discourses were preserved as an oral
tradition for approximately three and half centuries after his death.
Eventually they were written down in Sri Lanka in the first-century BCE.
It’s possible for current scholars to look at the Pali that’s used and be able
to tell what is early Pali and what is later Pali. You have no trouble telling
the difference between eighteenth-century English and twenty-first-century
English, right? This is what the scholars are doing, as well as looking at the
complexity of the doctrines presented, and possible timelines for any
biographical information. In doing so, they pretty much agree that a
collection known as Book 4 of the Sutta Nipata” contains some of the
earliest material. The Sutta Nipata itself is a collection of 71 suttas in the
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Khuddaka Nikaya — the volume of Miscellaneous Discourses.

The 11th discourse in Book 4 of the Sutta Nipata is entitled Kalaha-vivada
Sutta which we can translate as “The Discourse on Quarrels & Disputes.”
It appears to be the earliest teaching on dependent origination that we have
preserved in the Pali Canon. The sutta is a series of questions and answers.
The initial question is:

From where do quarrels and disputes arise?
The Answer:
From what is endearing there have arisen quarrels, disputes....

In other words, quarrels and disputes arise dependent upon what is felt to be
endearing. People don't argue seriously about what is trivial and of little
concern to them — it's those things that we are firmly engaged with that are
at the basis of quarrels and disputes. But this only leads to another question:

Where is the origin of finding things endearing?
The Answer:

Things which are endearing in the world have desire as their
origin....

The things that we find endearing, that we are firmly engaged with, are
those things which are desirable. But why do we find some things desirable
and other things not so desirable?

What is the source of desire in the world?
The Answer:

Desire arises in dependence upon what is called “pleasant” (and)
“unpleasant”....

The things that we find desirable are the things that produce pleasant
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feelings; and those things we find undesirable are ones that produce
unpleasant feelings. The pleasant and unpleasant can be physical
experiences, but most often they are mental experiences. But where do
these experiences of pleasant and unpleasant come from?

Where do the pleasant and the unpleasant have their origin?
The Answer:

The pleasant and the unpleasant have their source in sense-
contact....

We only judge something as pleasant or unpleasant if we experience it
through our senses. Remember, for the Buddha, the mind is taught as the
sixth sense, so thinking, remembering, feeling may all be mental, but they
are also counted as sense-contact.

Where does sense-contact have its origin in the world?
The Answer:
Sense-contacts are dependent upon name-and-form....

“Name-and-Form” is the literal translation of Namartipa. It's often
translated in the context of dependent origination as “Mind-and-Body” or
“Mentality-Materiality”. But perhaps a better translation which can bring
out more of what the Buddha was actually teaching would be “Concept and
Manifestation.” “Concept” would be your idea of what you are
experiencing; “Manifestation” would correspond to your actual sensory
input. In other suttas,” the Buddha explains sense-contact as the coming
together of three things: a sense object, a sense organ, and sense
consciousness. The object and organ would be part of form/materiality (at
least for the five external senses) and sense consciousness would be the
most basic mental processing of the sensory input, the basic knowing.

There's more to this Quarrels & Disputes sutta, but what we have discussed
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so far gives us a new chart of dependent origination that immediately
makes a lot more sense, and is easier to understand, than the twelve-link
chart at the top of this chapter:

Quarrels & Disputes arise dependent upon
Endearing which arises dependent upon

Desirable which arises dependent upon

Pleasant & Unpleasant which arise dependent upon
Sense-contact which arises dependent upon
Name-and-Form.

What we now have is the following: Dependent upon Name-and-Form
(especially if we think of them as Mind-and-Body) Sense-contacts occur.
These Sense-contacts are sometimes Pleasant and sometimes Unpleasant.
We have a strong tendency to Desire the Pleasant and Desire the absence of
the Unpleasant. If we obtain our Desire, we find that Endearing. Then we
get engaged in Quarrels & Disputes if what we find Endearing is
threatened.

This is very reminiscent of the Second Noble Truth — Dukkha arises
dependent upon Craving, though here we find a synonym for Craving:
Desire. We now have a bigger picture of the larger mechanism of the
Craving/Desire — Dukkha linkage. This is certainly much easier to get our
heads around than the “mysterious old rune” of the twelve link version of
dependent origination.

But you might be thinking “Well, this doesn't really look all that much like
the twelve link dependent origination list at the start of this chapter.” Indeed
— Sense-contact and Name-and-Form are in both lists, but that's all that
obviously matches. So let's rewrite the list from the beginning of the
chapter, but in the reverse order:
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Aging-and-Death arise dependent upon
Birth arises dependent upon
Becoming arises dependent upon
Clinging arises dependent upon
Craving arises dependent upon
Vedana arises dependent upon
Sense-contact arises dependent upon

6 Senses arise dependent upon
Name-and-Form arise dependent upon
Consciousness arises dependent upon
Sankhara arise dependent upon
Ignorance.

The first item in the list, Aging-and-Death, is often actually given as “birth,
aging-and-death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, displeasure, and despair.”® This
is a list of Dukkha — just like Quarrels & Disputes are Dukkha. Thus we can
actually change the first item in both of these lists to be Dukkha in order for
both to be more encompassing. At least we can if we can show that the
dependencies still apply. For the twelve link list, obviously one needs to be
born if one is going to experience dukkha. For the Snp 4.11 list we have the
Second Noble Truth: Dukkha arises dependent on craving. But wait, the
Snp 4.11 list doesn't contain Craving. But it does contain Desire — and
craving and desire are sometimes used interchangeably in the suttas.” While
we are noticing similarities, we can also notice that we Cling to that which
we find Endearing. Plus Vedana is almost identical to Pleasant &
Unpleasant — we desire and crave the pleasant, and we desire and crave for
the absence of the unpleasant.
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We can create the following table if we line up these correspondences (a-d-
u = arises dependent upon):

Dukkha a-d-u

Birth a-d-u
Becoming a-d-u
Clinging a-d-u
Craving a-d-u
Vedana a-d-u
Sense-contact a-d-u
6 Senses a-d-u
Name-and-Form a-d-u
consciousness a-d-u
Sankhara a-d-u
Ignorance

Dukkha a-d-u

Endearing a-d-u

Desirable a-d-u

Pleasant & Unpleasant a-d-u
Sense-contact a-d-u

Name-and-Form

So there is a subset of the twelve link list that closely matches the Snp 4.11
list. But how come many of the the words are different? And how did all
those other six links get there? To answer these two questions, we should
look at a paper by Joanna Jurewicz entitled Playing with Fire: The
pratityasamutpada from the perspective of Vedic thought.® Although I
disagree with many of her assumptions about what the Buddha meant or
was trying to do, the paper gives an excellent overview of the Vedic
understanding of creation. This understanding as presented by Jurewicz
exactly matches the twelve link model — since her thesis is to make this
match happen. But it's quite possible that the Buddha, or later disciples,
took the words from Snp 4.11 and made adjustments to those words so they
matched the subset of words from the Vedic understanding of creation —
only the words, not the Vedic teaching. Then over time the other words
from the Vedic understanding of creation crept in. Of course, this is just
speculation — all we really know is that dependent origination evolved from
the righthand list above into the elaborated lefthand list above. We know
for sure that the lists representing dependent origination are many and
varied in the suttas. See Appendix 1 for a chart of some of the various
recensions of the lists of dependent origination found in the suttas.
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There is more to this sutta than the things I have presented here. If you want
to explore this sutta further, I've collected multiple translations plus the Pali
and placed them in a table, side by side, so you can dive in more deeply:
http://leighb.com/snp4_11.htm.

If you do study this sutta in more detail, one thing to notice is that the
questions are just too good. For example, the full first question is “Where
do quarrels and disputes originate and the sorrow, the grief, the selfishness,
the pride, arrogance and slander that go with them? Where do these
originate, come tell me?” The origins of all of these bits of dukkha have a
single, clear, compact answer. This is not likely a record of an actual
conversation. When a question is asked, the answer is a concise, contained
teaching that answers all the different aspects of the question. Whoever is
asking the questions, seems to always ask them in such a way so there is
simple, compact answer. I’m guessing the Buddha composed this sutta as a
result of the intuitive understanding that he attained the night of his
awakening, as an attempt to describe what’s going on and where he got it
from.

As was said above, there is more to Snp 4.11 after Name-and-Form. We
will address this near the end of the book, after we have more background
in the depths of what the Buddha was really teaching.

The key take-aways from this chapter are that dependent origination isn’t
about cause. Dependent origination is about necessary conditions. And this
sequence:

Dukkha arises dependent upon

Endearing which arises dependent upon

Desirable which arises dependent upon

Pleasant & Unpleasant which arise dependent upon
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Sense-contact which arises dependent upon
Name-and-Form.

or equivalently:

Dukkha arises dependent upon
Clinging arises dependent upon
Craving arises dependent upon
Vedana arise dependent upon
Sense-contact arises dependent upon
Name-and-Form arise dependent upon

provides a roadmap of how to escape Dukkha: Name-and-Form is a given
and because of that we are going to have Sense-contacts. These Sense-
contacts will inevitably generate Vedana, since Sense-contacts are a
sufficient condition for Vedana. Then, if we are not careful, we will fall
into Craving and Clinging (or equivalently Desire and Endearment), and
that's a setup for Dukkha. It's the care needed upon the arising of Vedana
that the Buddha teaches as the second Establishment of Mindfulness in the
Satipatthana Suttas.’

This breaking the chain of dependent origination between Vedana and
Craving is also a key point. The links prior to and including Vedana are not
under our control — dependent on Name-and-Form, Sense-contacts arise,
and these inevitably generate Vedana. But if we can get our mindfulness in
there with the Vedana experience, we can stop right there before we get lost
in any Craving or Clinging. The strategy for each Sense-contact is to enjoy
the pleasant, deal with the unpleasant as necessary, and don't get caught in
Craving or Clinging.

This is why the links of dependent origination are so important — they
provide the basic roadmap for overcoming Dukkha. But these links,
whether there are 2 or 6 or 12 or even more, are part of multiple teachings
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of dependent origination found in Buddhism. We will look at some of the
more elaborate teachings and interpretations in the next few chapters.

1. Pande, pg 406 quoting from Buddhist Psychological Ethics XXIV, by
C.A.F. Rhys Davids

2. The “Atthakavagga” or “Book of Eights”. For an excellent translation
and commentary, see The Buddha before Buddhism by Gil Fronsdal,
Jaico Publishing House, 2017, ISBN 9789386867292.

3. For multiple complete translations, see http://leighb.com/snp4_11.htm.
4. See Bucknell, 1999, pp 322-326.

5. E.g. MN 18 — The Honeyball Sutta
https://suttacentral.net/mn18/en/sujato

6. E.g. SN 12.1 and many other places in Samyutta 12
7. E.g. MN 109

8. Playing with Fire: The pratityasamutpada from the perspective of Vedic
thought, by Joanna Jurewicz, Journal of the Pali Text Society 26 (2000) pp.
77 — 103, Buddhism: Critical Concepts in Religious Studies, Vol. I, P.
Williams, 2005. This work can often be found on the internet in PDF form
via searching.

9. DN 22.11 and MN 10.32
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PART 2 — The Links

The next six chapters are on the links of dependent origination. Often
people think dependent origination is synonymous with these links. These
links are indeed very important, but as we'll see in PART 3, there's more to
dependent origination than just the links. Nevertheless, it is important to
have an understanding of these links, since this is the format in which
dependent origination is most frequently encountered. This section will
survey the various interpretations of the links and their implications.

It is essential that you keep in mind that these links are not about causes;
rather they are about necessary conditions. If you start trying to figure out
how some link causes the next one, you will miss the actual teaching
because that is not what is being taught. Dependent origination is about
dependencies — it's right there in the name; it is not about causes. Keep the
basic meaning of idappaccayata in mind: this arises dependent on that; if
that doesn't happen, this doesn't arise.
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Why Do We Die?
I am of the nature to die; I cannot avoid death. AN 5.57

Why do we die? I don’t mean heart disease, or cancer, or stepping in front
of a bus. I mean — How come you gotta die? If you were making it up,
would you make it up that you’d have to die? I mean think about it. You get
born. That’s pretty traumatic. Then you gotta do the diaper thing. That’s not
any fun. Finally, you do start to have fun — and they ship you off to school.
You do 12, 16, 24 years. You get outta school and they put you to work.
You work for forty years and finally, finally you can have some fun. And
you die.

Are we not doing something we should be doing? What if we hung a lot of
crystals in the windows? And then.... No, the New Agers already did that
and they’re still dying. Maybe we’re doing something we shouldn’t be
doing. Do you realize that over 90 percent of the people that ever ate food
are now dead? So maybe if we.... No, that’s not gonna work either.

One thing’s for sure. If you get born, you die. If you don’t get born, you
don’t die. It would appear that birth is a necessary condition for death. Of
course that only raises the question: Why do we get born? I don’t mean the
gleam in your father’s eye. I mean why bother being born, if you are just
going to wind up dead?

Being born is a popular thing to do. Everybody I know did it. In the spring
it’s really popular — birds do it, bees do it, birth is happening all over the
place. There seems to be this urge in nature to become, to get born. And
then eventually everything born winds up dead.

This urge to become, where does it come from? From an evolutionary
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perspective, becoming is a successful response of individual organisms in
preserving their genes. If that preserving response doesn't happen, that
genetic line comes to an end, and a species will die out. So what does
“preserving” really mean? It's making something that exists continue to
exist. If we take preserving out of the context of a specific species's
preserving response, we can generalize it. If we examine “preserving” from
a conscious control perspective, we find that preserving means clinging to
whatever has been obtained. Thus, becoming is dependent on clinging. And
becoming leads to birth, which leads to death — and even other sorts of
dukkha before death.

So clinging, what about this clinging? What do you cling to? Think about
the things you cling to in your life. You'll notice that the things you cling to
are the things you really want. Once you get the things you really want, you
want to hang onto them; that’s where the clinging comes from. If you don’t
really want it, you’re not going to cling to it. If someone gives you a
fruitcake for Christmas and you don't like fruitcake, are you going to cling
to it? You don’t really want it; you certainly weren't desiring fruitcake.
Then along comes someone else and they say, “Oh wow, I love fruitcake!”
“You want the fruitcake? Here, have the fruitcake!” You’re not clinging,
you’ll give it away really easily. But if it’s something you really want, then
you’re going to cling to it. This really wanting, this craving leads to
clinging, and clinging leads to becoming and birth and death.

Where does craving come from? What do you crave? Ice cream? Why do
you crave the ice cream? Do you crave chocolate ice cream because it’s got
a brown color? No, you’re not craving it because of that. Do you crave it
because you pay money for it? No, it's the other way around — you’re
paying money for it because you crave it. You crave it because it produces
a pleasant experience, right?

This pleasant experience goes by the name of vedana in Pali. As I said
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earlier, “vedana” could be translated by “valence” but that's not really a
well known English word. Vedana is your initial, automatic categorization
of a sensory input as either “pleasant,” “unpleasant,” or “neither pleasant
nor unpleasant.” Since we don't really have a good English word
corresponding to “vedana,” I'm going to continue to use the Pali word and
leave it untranslated.

When a pleasant vedana is produced by the taste of the ice cream, it’s like,
oh good, I’ll have another bite, and another bite, oh, I think I’ll have
seconds. The craving for ice cream arises due to pleasant vedana.

Sometimes, however, we crave for the absence of something if the vedana
it’s producing is unpleasant. You know that person sitting next to you in the
meditation hall, who is breathing all loud and funny. That’s producing an
unpleasant vedana — no, not the sound vedana — it’s your mind responding
unpleasantly to that sound, and you’re craving for him to shut up. When he
finally does shut up, you're like “please stay like that.” You’re clinging to
the quiet. The vedang, if it’s pleasant, leads to craving-for and to keeping; if
it's not good, it leads to craving to not have and to keep away. That keeping
or keeping away is clinging — which leads to becoming, birth and death.

So the vedana that leads to this craving, where does that vedana come
from? For example, when you are in the grocery store, there’s no vedana
being experienced that is causing the craving for the ice cream. Well,
maybe there’s the memory of the pleasant tasting ice cream, and although
that produces a pleasant mental vedana, that's not the actual vedana that
generates the craving. If the vedana of the memory was good enough, you
wouldn't have to actually buy the ice cream. That craving inducing vedana
is not happening when the ice cream is in your basket; it’s not happening
when it’s sitting on the table; it’s not happening when it’s in the bowl; it’s
not even happening when it’s on the spoon. The real vedana happens when
the ice cream hits the tongue — contact. Contact is then followed by vedana.
And that vedana, if you’re not careful, will lead to craving, clinging,
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becoming, birth, old age, sickness, death, pain, sorrow, grief, lamentation,
and all the rest of the dukkha.

These contacts that trigger vedana, where do contacts come from? Well,
you left your senses engaged with the environment. You’ve got five
external senses, and you’ve got the mind which is the sixth-sense. The five
are receiving input from the environment and you're going to experience
sense-contacts whether you want them or not. You’re sitting in meditation
and then somebody outside starts making noise. You didn’t want that sense-
contact, and you can’t turn it off. You can close your eyes, so you can sort
of turn off that sense-contact, but you can’t really close your ears. Or you’re
walking along and suddenly there’s a horrible smell, you can pinch your
nose, but that smell already triggered unpleasant vedana — that's how you
know the smell is unpleasant. You put something in your mouth, you
expect it to taste one way, but it tastes another way and you can’t go, “Oh, I
think I’ll have it taste differently.” Your senses are engaged and
functioning, and they are going to be receiving these sense-contacts. And
your mind — well, you’ve probably noticed it’s rather difficult to turn it off,
it just seems to want to be thinking all the time. Your mind is going to be
experiencing sixth-sense contacts continuously, and these sixth-sense
contacts — thoughts, emotions, memories — they too generate vedana. So
these senses are engaged with the environment and they’re getting contacts,
the contacts are producing vedana; the vedana, if you are not careful, lead
to craving, clinging, becoming, birth, death.

What about these senses? They’re just part of being alive. They’re part of
having a mind and a body.” A mind and body without any senses would be
senseless because you’d be dead pretty quickly. Being senseless just
doesn’t work, you need the senses so that you can navigate your
environment and obtain the things that are necessary to sustain your mind
and body. This is how you determine it’s too hot, it’s too cold; you’re
hungry, you’re thirsty; don’t walk into that tree. And those senses are
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getting sense-contacts which produce vedana, craving, clinging, becoming,
birth, death.

What about this mind-and-body? Well, they're dependent on you being
conscious. If you have a mind-and-body and you're not conscious and it
stays that way, it’s a pretty serious condition — you’re in a coma and you’ll
wind up dead. You have to come back to consciousness fairly regularly. It’s
okay for a few hours every night, in fact it seems to be a requirement, but
consciousness has to be happening on a very regular basis. Mind-and-body
are dependent on consciousness and the senses are dependent upon there
being a mind-and-body for them to be embedded in. And contact, of course,
is dependent upon there being senses that have those contacts. Vedana arise
when contacts take place. And if you’re not careful, you’ll get caught up in
craving, clinging, becoming, birth, death.

What about consciousness? Consciousness' appears to arise as a result of
the interaction of mind and body. If there's a body, but no mind, there's no
consciousness. We call that being dead, right? If you have a mind but no
body — well, we don’t have a lot of experience with that; we really don’t
encounter disembodied minds very often, if at all. So really, when you get
right down to it, mind and body have to interact, which produces
consciousness, which is necessary for mind and body to continue to interact
successfully. These are interdependent. The mind-and-body and the
consciousness are leaning on each other like two sheaves of wheat, you pull
away either one of them and the other falls over as well. Having a
conscious mind and body means that you’ve got senses that are receiving
contacts and thus producing vedana, and if you’re not careful there’s going
to be craving, clinging, becoming, birth, old age, sickness, death, pain,
sorrow, grief, lamentation, and all the rest of the dukkha.

These are the links of dependent origination, paticcasamuppada. What
follows in DN 15 after the Buddha says, “Do not say so, Ananda — by not
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penetrating dependent origination is how people fall into all the dukkha
they’re experiencing” is a teaching on dependent origination much like
what is presented above, in the so-called reverse order starting with aging-
and-death and looking at what aging-and-death is dependent upon. Aging-
and-death are dependent upon birth. Then what is birth dependent upon?
Becoming. And then continuing by working “backwards” through the links.

In the Samyutta Nikaya (the Connected Discourses or Thematic
Discourses), there are books on 56 different topics including book 12
entitled “The Connected Discourses on Origin.” In that book there are 93
suttas on dependent origination. In sutta 65 of book 12, the Buddha says
before his awakening he was pondering:

“Bhikkhus, before my enlightenment, while I was still a bodhisatta,
not yet fully enlightened, it occurred to me: ‘Alas, this world has
fallen into trouble, in that it is born, ages, and dies, it passes away
and is reborn, yet it does not understand the escape from this dukkha
headed by aging-and-death. When will an escape be discerned from
this dukkha headed by aging-and-death?’

“‘When what exists does aging-and-death come to be? By what is
aging-and-death conditioned?’ Then through careful attention, there
took place in me a breakthrough by wisdom: “When there is birth,
aging-and-death comes to be; aging-and-death has birth as its
condition.”"”

Remember the Buddha's original question, the reason he left home, was
“what can we do about dukkha?” So he wonders, “why do we die?” — or
more accurately, “what does death depend on?” Death depends on birth.
And he works backwards in time through the ten items discussed above,
discovering necessary conditions for each of them. The links of dependent
origination are best studied in this “reverse order” where one can much
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more easily see that this teaching is not so much about causation, but rather
is about identifying necessary conditions. Each item is linked to a previous
necessary condition for its arising.

Furthermore, in Samyutta 12.65, the Buddha says, “I have discovered this
path to awakening.” As near as we can tell from the various sutta
descriptions of the Buddha's awakening,” this discovery of dependent
origination was the key to his awakening.

* “Namartpa” which is literally “name-and-form,” but often in the context
of the links of dependent origination is translated as “mind-and-body” or
“mentality and materiality.” This lack of consistency of the basic
interpretation of “namartiipa” is present in the suttas themselves — see for
example DN 15 vs Snp 4.11 (which we discussed in the chapter The Key).
Some of the reasons for the label “mysterious old rune” are two and half
millennia old.

T “Consciousness” is a translation of the Pali word vififiana, which literally
means “divided knowing.” It maybe best understood as “that which
knows.” “Consciousness” in Buddhist philosophy is not the same thing as
either what the word would mean to a doctor (i.e. global level of awareness)
or to a Western philosopher of mind (where the word means roughly
“experiencing,” — peripheral vision, for example, is always conscious, even
though one doesn’t have any kind of metacognitive awareness of it).
“Vififiana” is not a “well defined” term in the suttas — it's used slightly
differently in multiple contexts. In fact, MN 112 uses the word in four
different ways in a single sutta.

1. SN 12.65

2.SN 12.65,Ud 1.1,Ud 1.2, Ud 1.3
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The Wheel

And what is the noble method that a stream enterer” has clearly seen
and thoroughly penetrated with wisdom? Here, the noble disciple
attends closely and carefully to dependent origination itself. SN
12.41

In the previous chapter, we discussed dependent origination as having ten
links. Often, however, you find dependent origination discussed as having
twelve links, with two more added at the beginning of what was discussed
in the previous chapter. These additional links are ignorance and sarikharas.

Continuing our exploration of dependent origination in the reverse order,
we left off in the previous chapter saying that consciousness arises
dependent on mind-and-body and that mind-and-body are dependent on
consciousness. In the teachings that have twelve links, we find that
consciousness arises dependent on sankharas. Is this a contradiction? We
previously said consciousness arises dependent on mind-and-body and here
we're saying it arises dependent on sankharas. But actually there's no
contradiction — this just means that the arising of consciousness has
multiple necessary conditions, one of which is mind-and-body and another
is that consciousness needs a sankhara to be conscious of. Many things
have multiple necessary conditions — the light in your room has the electric
plant producing electricity, the wires being intact, the light switch being on,
and a functioning lightbulb all as necessary conditions.

As mentioned earlier, the Pali word sankhara gets translated in a number of
ways depending on the context. We find “formations” used in a general
sense along with “compounded things.” In the teachings on the five
aggregates (khandhas) we find it translated as “intentions” or as “mental
activity.” In the context of dependent origination we sometimes find it
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translated as “karmic formations.” It is “one of the most difficult terms”! to
translate in all of Buddhism — and also one of the most important to
understand.

Despite all these multiple context-driven translations of sankhara, the
Buddha used a single word in all of those contexts. Better translations are
“concoctions” or “fabrications.” Both of these words fit in all of the above
contexts and also have the sense of “not quite true” which I think is an
important aspect of sankhara. It literally means “making together” so it
refers to anything that is constructed.”

Returning to “consciousness arises dependent on sankharas,” this means
that consciousness arises dependent on an object of consciousness — a
sankhara. There is no such thing as “objectless consciousness” in the suttas;
consciousness always has an object, it arises dependent on an object,
usually a sankhara. (The one exception is consciousness of Nibbana —
because Nibbana is not a sankhara, it's a dhamma, but still an object of
consciousness.)

The last link in the reverse order of dependant origination is that sankharas
arise dependent on ignorance. Out of ignorance we concoct the things of the
world. We are going to need a much deeper and more nuanced
understanding of this “most difficult term” sarnikhara to see exactly what is
meant by this. I'm going to defer discussing this last necessary-condition
link until we have quite a bit more background to work with. It will be
addressed in the chapter Nibbana — as Described In Udana 8.

@]

The most famous teaching of the twelve links of dependent origination is
probably the Tibetan wheel of life. This is a big circle that’s being held by
Yama (Lord of Death).



Yama is a rather fearsome creature; you can see his fangs coming over the
top of the circle in the twelve o'clock position. Then at ten and two, you see
his claws. Down at four and eight he’s got his feet grasping the wheel and
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his tail is swishing back and forth at six o'clock.

On the circle are a number of concentric rings. In the center, the bullseye
position, there are a rooster, a snake and a pig, each biting the tail of the
other. The rooster is greed, the snake is hatred, and the pig is delusion. The
next concentric ring depicts various beings coming out of states of woe and
coming up to nice states and then descending again to states of woe: the
wheel of samsara.

The next ring is usually the biggest one, the one where the artist has the
most fun, and it depicts the six realms of existence. The lowest section is
the hell realms. They are depicted in ways that Dante would be proud of —
all sorts of gruesome stuff: people boiled in oil, chewed by monsters,
walking through forests where all the leaves are swords, the whole nine
yards. Above hell is the realm of the hungry ghosts. These are beings that in
their previous incarnation were very greedy and now they have been reborn
in a realm where they have giant bellies and little tiny necks — and they can
never get enough.

Among the lower realms is also the realm of the warring gods, the Asuras.
These are beings that are fighting all the time. (It appears that they own a
five sided building just south of Washington, DC.) Above that there's the
animal realm, the only realm that we know directly besides our human one.
The artist has fun painting deer and rabbits and birds and all the other
animals. Then there’s the human realm, our realm, and the artist paints
people doing various things: farming, weaving, eating, sleeping — all the
various ways we occupy ourselves in this realm. Finally, at the top are the
various god realms. These are the 26 heavenly realms, and the devas there
are all depicted in the usual ways we expect heavenly beings to be living:
eating banquets of ambrosia, sitting on clouds playing lutes (rather than
harps), enjoying themselves.
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But the most important ring is the outermost ring. In that ring the twelve
links of dependent origination are depicted. Up at the top, in the one o'clock
position, is ignorance, avijja, depicted as an old blind person trying to make
their way through the forest, finding it difficult to know where to go, what
to do.
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Dependent on ignorance are sarikharas. These concoctions, or fabrications,
are things that are manufactured, created. They are made, but they also have
a hint of not quite true — like: “he came home last night really late and he
concocted some story about a flat tire.” These sankharas are not quite really
the deepest truth of what’s going on because they’re dependent on
ignorance. The sankharas are depicted at two o'clock as a potter sitting at a
wheel making pots.
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Some of the pots are very beautiful, some are misshapen, some are broken.
So too are our creations. “Sarnkhadras” in the context of dependent
origination is often translated as “karmic formations,” and it does include
our karmic intentions, some of which are good and some of which are
broken and messed up. But sankharas in dependent origination are really
more than just “karmic intentions” — this word is referring to all the things
of creation and is specifically implying that all these manufactured things
are not quite the whole story since they arise out of ignorance.
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Dependent upon sankharas is consciousness — vififiana. Our consciousness
is dependent upon there being an object of consciousness and these objects
are concoctions, fabrications, created things. These objects can be mental
states or stories we are telling ourselves, or they can be physical things —
sights, sounds, smells, tastes, textures — all of which are part of creation.
Consciousness is depicted at three o'clock as a monkey swinging through
the trees grabbing first one limb and then the next. You might have
encountered this monkey mind at some point in the recent past.
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At four o'clock there’s mind-and-body — namariipa. This is depicted as two
people in a boat. One is standing up and poling the boat along, one is lying
prone and is just along for the ride.

One of them is mind, one of them is body; which is which? This is actually
an important insight to gain, it's the first of the sixteen insight knowledges:*
the delineation of mind and body. It is essential to understand what is mind
and what is body, how they interact, and most importantly which one is in
charge. This is a topic to contemplate — get yourself concentrated and then
investigate your mind and investigate your body. See how they interact and
figure out who’s in charge. Who’s deciding which way the boat goes? The
answer is left as an exercise for the reader.
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Dependent on mind-and-body are the six senses — saldyatana. This is
depicted at five o'clock as a house with five windows and a door: the five
external senses and the door representing the mind.




Dependent on the senses, contact arises — phassa. Contact is a depicted at
six o'clock as a couple embracing.

57
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Dependent upon contact is vedanda. Vedana is depicted at seven o'clock as a
man having arrows shot into his eyes. Unpleasant vedana.




Dependent upon vedana is craving — tanha. Craving is shown at eight
o'clock as an enormously overweight person sitting at a table that’s laden
with lots of food.

59
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Dependent upon craving is clinging — upadana. Clinging is depicted at nine
o'clock as someone picking fruit and putting it into baskets that are so full
that the new fruit simply rolls off onto the ground.




Dependent upon clinging is becoming — bhava — and that’s depicted as a
pregnant woman at ten o'clock.

61
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Dependent upon becoming is birth — jati — and that’s a mother with an
infant at eleven o'clock.
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And then dependent upon birth is death — marana — and that’s depicted as a
corpse at twelve o'clock.

Now we've come full circle. What exactly is going on here? Does ignorance
arise dependent upon death as the circle continues? What do all the items
and links actually mean? Why does birth come as the 11th item — birth
usually comes first? And the connections between craving, clinging, and
becoming don't seem at all clear. And what's this deal about the things of
creation arising due to ignorance — weren't a lot of the things of creation
here before anyone shows up to be ignorant? Is there a big picture?

It's certainly not obvious what's going on. After all, Caroline Rhys Davids
did call dependent origination a “mysterious old rune.” What we'll do in the
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next few chapters is take a look at the more common interpretations of the
links of dependent origination.

* A “stream enterer” is one who has attained the first of the 4 stages of
awakening.

T In the teaching of the 5 khandhas sankhara refers to thoughts, emotions,
memories & intentions — all the mental activities other than vedand, saffia
and vifnana.

1. PED under “Sankhara”

2. For a listing of the sixteen insight knowledges, see
http://leighb.com/7sop16ik.htm. For a more detailed look at them see The
Seven Stages of Purification and the Insight Knowledges by Matara Sri
Nanarama Mahathera.
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Three Lives?

One who sees dependent origination sees the Dhamma; one who
sees the Dhamma sees dependent origination. MN 28.28

There are actually a number of interpretations of dependent origination, and
the one presented in the Visuddhimagga in Chapter 17 is probably the most
well known. This is the so-called Three-Lives Model of dependent
origination. These twelve links are said to cover three lifetimes. The first
lifetime is your previous life, and consists of ignorance and sankharas
(which are interpreted as “karmic formations™). So in your previous life out
of ignorance you acted in certain ways and these actions (karma) have
results which give rise to this current life. This life consists of
consciousness, mind-and-body, six senses, contacts, vedana, cravings and
clingings. Then your next life consists of becoming, birth and death. This
traditional interpretation is standard Theravadan orthodoxy and has its roots
in either the Patisambhidamagga or perhaps even earlier in the
Abhidhamma.'

Basically the Three-Lives Model says that in your previous life, you were
ignorant and thereby generated karmic formations — your ignorant actions.
This has led to your rebirth in this life with a karmically generated

consciousness and mind-and-body. Your mind-and-body have six senses
which experience sense-contacts generating vedana, and because you are
not fully awakened, you wind up craving and clinging. The clinging in
particular is clinging to being alive, so when you die this time, that clinging
will result in you coming again (becoming) to birth and eventually another
death.

This interpretation is quite satisfying for those who have an “immortality
project.” By “immortality project” I'm referring to the widespread tendency
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of people to seek some way that, when their body dies, they won't really
cease to exist. The most common manifestations of immortality projects
involve rebirth in either heaven or hell, or reincarnation in either this realm
of our current lives or another realm. It implies the Buddha taught that you
won't cease to exist, at least, not until you become fully awakened. Its most
profound implication is that if you can quit craving, then there won't be any
more clinging — including not clinging to life so strongly that the force of
becoming results in your future birth and inevitable death. This is a way to
escape samsara — the cycle of birth and death — and thereby escape all
future dukkha.

But there are some serious problems with the Three-Lives Model.

(1) The Buddha has said at MN 28.28, “One who sees dependent
origination sees the Dhamma; one who sees the Dhamma sees dependent
origination.” The Dhamma is also said to be sanditthika (visible here and
now) and akalika (without involving time). How on earth could one see
three lifetimes here and now? Either the Dhamma is not equivalent to
dependent origination, or two of the factors of the Dhamma which are
chanted every day in every monastic setting (sanditthika and akalika) are
wrong — or the Three-Lives Model is wrong.

(2) The Three-Lives Model, in its deeper implications, teaches that this
life's consciousness, mind-and-body, senses, contacts, and the vedana
experienced in this life are all the result of the karma from your previous
life. Such a teaching should be examined in light of SN 36.21:

“Some vedana, Sivaka, arise here originating from bile disorders ...
originating from phlegm disorders ... originating from wind
disorders ... originating from an imbalance [of the three] ...
produced by change of climate ... produced by careless behavior ...
caused by assault ... produced as the result of kamma: that some
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vedana arise here produced as the result of [each of the eight causes]
one can know for oneself, and that is considered to be true in the
world. Now when those ascetics and brahmins hold such a doctrine
and view as this, ‘Whatever a person experiences, whether it be
pleasant or painful or neither-painful-nor-pleasant, all that is caused
by what was done in the past,’ they overshoot what one knows by
oneself and they overshoot what is considered to be true in the
world. Therefore I say that this is wrong on the part of those ascetics
and brahmins.”

In other words, not all vedana arise from karma — only a subset of vedana
arise from karma; other vedana arise from the other seven conditions. Also
in SN 12.25, we find someone asking if vedana are created by oneself, by
others, by both oneself and others, or do vedana arise fortuitously. The
answer is that “pleasure and pain are dependently arisen. Dependent on
what? Dependent on contact.” If the Three-Lives Model is correct, then
either all vedana arise from karma (contradicting SN 36.21) or there are
vedana that are not dependently originated (contradicting SN 12.25).2

(3) The Three-Lives Model logically doesn’t make any sense. Frequently
the Buddha says that with the ceasing of ignorance, there is the ceasing of
the sankharas. And with the ceasing of sankharas, there is the ceasing of
consciousness, and so on up to, with the ceasing of birth, there is the
ceasing of aging-and-death and all the other dukkha. So uprooting
ignorance leads to the end of dukkha. But the ignorance that you need to
uproot is in your previous life. How are you going to uproot the ignorance
of your previous life when you can’t even remember your previous life, let
alone go back and change anything? There seems to be a serious problem
here. I find it highly unlikely the Buddha would make such a stupid logical
error.

The usual move to avoid the above problem is to say all three lives are
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taking place simultaneously:

This life is the “previous life” for your “next life,” hence ignorance
and sankharas are currently present.

This life is the “next life” for your “previous life,” hence becoming
and birth were present and death will be present.

But this makes an even greater mess. Uprooting ignorance in this life would
mean that craving and clinging would not occur in your next life and finally
dukkha would not arise in the life after your next life because that life
would not actually arise. But the Buddha is clearly teaching a method for
ending dukkha in this life! The Third Noble Truth is very clear that “the
cessation of dukkha is the remainderless fading away and ceasing, the
giving up, relinquishing, letting go, and rejecting of craving.”? Dukkha ends
here and now with the ending of the necessary condition of craving. It does
not end only after death and especially not after two more deaths.

(4) The teaching on Transcendental Dependent Origination winds up
contradicting many of the Buddha's teachings if multiple lifetimes are
involved in interpreting it. We will revisit this particular contraindication
for a Three Lives interpretation after a thorough exploration of
Transcendental Dependent Origination in a following chapter on
Transcendental Dependent Origination.

(5) The Buddha does not ever seem to have intended such a multiple
lifetime interpretation. There just are not any suttas that clearly lead to a
three lives interpretation.” However DN 15, which we have quoted from
earlier,” does possibly imply a two lives interpretation. But DN 15 is a
curious sutta. It comes from the land of the Kurus — which modern scholars
have identified being the area around what is currently Delhi in India. Yet
that is a very long way from all the other places where the Buddha is said to
have delivered his discourses. In fact the distance from Savatthi, one of the
western most places the Buddha gave other discourses, to Delhi is further



69

than from Savatthi to the eastern most places where the Buddha taught. And
there are no places between Savattht and Delhi where the Buddha is said to
have taught or even passed through. Other features of DN 15 and the other
suttas from the Land of the Kurus seem to imply they are later
compositions.” DN 15 is curious also in that there are only nine items given
for dependent origination — starting with Aging-and-Death and working
back to Consciousness but leaving out the Six Senses. It would appear to be
an early list of items with a later explanation added to them.

Given all of these problems with the Three-Lives Model and the fact that
there really doesn't seem to be any support for that interpretation among the
thousands of suttas, the Three-Lives Model does not seem to be what
dependent origination is all about. Sorry, there is no support for any
immortality projects here.

* This may be the most controversial statement I make in this whole book.
I'm sure there will be many who disagree with me about this. Ven. Payutto
(2011), in his Appendix 1, indicates that approximately one third of the
teachings on dependent origination in the suttas refer to the three lives
interpretation. I have a great deal of respect for Ven. Payutto's skill as a
scholar, but I stand by my statement.

T See the Preface, The Noble Quest, and Why Do We Die?

T DN 15 and the two Satipatthana Suttas (DN22 and MN 10) are
composites. See also A History Of Mindfulness by Bhikkhu Sujato.

1. Nanavira, 1960, p 15

2. There are more problems with consciousness, mind-and-body, senses,
contacts, and vedana being the result of karma (actions) from a previous life
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— Nanavira, 1960, p 16.

3. DN 22, verse 21; MN 141, verse 31; SN 45.8; AN 5.28
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Moment to Moment
The Dhamma is visible here-&-now. MN 7

If not three lives, then what are the links of dependent origination all about?
The other common interpretation of the links is the Moment-to-Moment
interpretation. This interpretation says that all of the links, not just the
Contact —» Vedana — Craving — Clinging — Dukkha links, but all of
them are happening moment to moment; in other words, occurring with
every sense-contact.

This approach is best exemplified in the interpretation put forth by Ajahn
Buddhadasa, and it may be the most helpful one. Here’s an example of
what's meant by moment-to-moment dependent origination: let’s say
you’ve never had a mango. You’ve heard about mangos, and one day you
go to the grocery store, and in the produce section there’s a sign that says
“Mangos.” You’re like “Oh, I've heard about mangos, they’re supposed to
be good.” There’s this funny looking fruit and you think, “I’ll buy a
mango.” So you buy a mango and you take it home. You figure out you’ve
got to peel it; and of course, you make a big mess because that’s what
happens the first time you attack a mango. Then you cut off a piece, and
now you’ve got a piece of mango in your sticky fingers. You are conscious,
you’ve got a mind and body, you’ve got working senses. The mango hits
the tongue — contact, vedana, pleasant vedana, craving; “I’ll have another
bite” and another bite. “This is good; I’m going to get me some more
mangos. In fact my friends Bob and Carol and Ted and Alice, they’ve never
had a mango. I’m going to turn them on to mangos.” You have just given
birth to the mango bringer. You go see your friends and you turn them on to
mangos and they’re like “Great, this is wonderful, thank you!” And the next
time you go see your friends you bring a mango, and they’re like “Great,
thank you for the mango.” And the next time you bring a mango, they’re
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like “Oh, another mango.” And the next time you bring a mango, they’re
like “What’s with all the mangos?” Oh, dear! death of the mango bringer.

What’s happening is that based on your sensory input and your cravings
and clingings, you’re creating a sense of self. It’s not your physical birth
that’s happening with every sense-contact; it’s the birth of the self. When
you crave, there’s a sense of the craver. When you cling, there’s an even
stronger sense of the clinger — me, I own it, mine. At first, at the craving
stage, it’s “I want it”. At the clinging stage, it's “I've got it and I’m going to
keep it.” And this results in “bhava,” which I've been translating as
“becoming,” and which could also mean “being and having.” Now you
have this thing you're craving. You have become the one who owns it, and
you just gave birth to yourself as this owner. But because your sense of self
is rather fragile — notice how we're always seeking self validation — it keeps
dying on you and you’ve got to think it or emote it up again.

Examining the twelve links of dependent origination from a moment-to-
moment perspective is probably the deepest and most important way to
look at them. This spinning of the wheel of dependent origination leads to
old age, sickness, death, pain, sorrow, grief, lamentation, and all the rest of
the dukkha. The Buddha’s teaching is about the end of dukkha, and there
are two ways to work on this. One is when there’s a sense-contact, and it
produces vedana — Stop! don’t go any further. Don’t go into the craving.
There’s not much you can do before that. You’re conscious, you have a
mind and body, your senses are engaged with the environment. You’re
inevitably going to get contacts, and the contacts are going to produce the
vedana which are not under your control. The vedana are happening in the
old brain, the so-called reptilian structure, and that's not under your control.
It’s only after the vedana that you have some opportunity to control what
happens next.

Thankfully, the craving isn’t inevitable. Some of these links are inevitable.
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In other words, if you get born, it’s inevitable you’re going to die. But if
you get a pleasant vedana, it’s not inevitable that you’re going to fall into
craving. What comes after vedana is perception — the naming or
conceptualizing of that sense-contact — and that’s not even mentioned in the
twelve links of dependent origination. After perception, mental activity
arises — sankhara again, the thinking and emoting about the sense-contact
that produced this vedana. Some of the thinking and emoting is no problem.
It’s only when it gets into the “I gotta have it, I gotta keep it” that the
craving and clinging set in. Or “I gotta get rid of it, I gotta keep it away.”
That’s where it gets to be a problem.

This is why the second establishment of mindfulness is to pay attention to
your vedana."' This is so that when you experience a pleasant vedana, you
know it, and you’re right there in that gap after the vedana and before the
onset of craving — and you can actually deal with the experience wisely.
You can enjoy the pleasant vedana, and just leave it at enjoying the pleasant
vedana. You can experience the unpleasant vedana, and act if necessary
based on the unpleasant vedana without falling into craving and clinging.
This is the strategy on a sense-contact by sense-contact basis. It’s a lot of
work because we get a lot of sense-contacts. However you need to be in
there every time checking because the craving is liable to come up; and
when it comes up, it’s a setup for dukkha. We don’t really seem to be able
to pull this off all the time. Sometimes, yes, good, diminish your dukkha,
you experience the sense-contact with its vedana, enjoy it, let it go. But
sometimes, you get lost and fall into craving and clinging.

But a long term strategy is to go back to the very beginning of the list of the
twelve links, and uproot the ignorance. Because without the ignorance,
there are not the sankharas, and without the sankharas there’s no
consciousness, mind-and-body, etc. That sounds a bit like annihilation, but
really what it’s saying is that without the ignorance this whole tendency to
wind up in craving and clinging just isn’t there. The key thing is to uproot
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that sense of self that is the craver and the clinger, to gain the unshakable
deep understanding, based on experience, that this feeling of self is simply
an illusion. You want to penetrate that illusion to such an extent that you
don’t conceive of a self. Similarly, when you go to the beach and look out
and see a ship sail over the horizon, you know it didn't fall off the edge of
the world. That sensory input does not lead to conceiving any “the edge of
the world” as part of the experience. Can you get to the same place about
all of the stuff that normally generates the sense of “I”, the sense of me, the
most important creature in the universe? This is the uprooting of ignorance,
and when that's done, then the whole edifice of self/craver/clinger falls
apart. Furthermore, it’s taken care of forever.

When contemplating that uprooting ignorance yields no sankharas, no
consciousness, etc., it is important to remember that the twelve links are not
a description of a single thing. They are a collection of necessary conditions
— which are important to recall and understand. We in the West want to
make the twelve links into a linear explanation of one thing. But remember,
dependent origination didn't start out with twelve links — it started with a
much simpler six-link version that shows how we get caught up in dukkha.
As more links were added, the unitary description of the origination of
dukkha became embedded in a non-unitary collection of links that lack the
cohesion of the earlier, coherent set of links. But this larger collection does
have the advantage of showing that with the ending of ignorance, all the
tendencies we had that can lead to dukkha no longer arise because all of
them have been cut off at the root.

The insight path, which we are working on, is a path that helps us get in at
the stage of the vedana and experience it without getting caught in the
craving; that’s the short-term solution. The long-term solution is to get
enough insight so that we permanently penetrate the delusion of self and
uproot that ignorance.
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The teaching of dependent origination is laid out in a linear fashion.
Because it was preserved in an oral tradition, it comes out one word after
another, so it appears as though the teaching itself is linear. But I would
suggest that the teachings of the Buddha are actually holographic. Looking
at them only linearly misses some of the depth, and in particular, the
teaching of dependent origination is multi-dimensional. If we look at, for
example, consciousness, we find it showing up in multiple places.
Consciousness is mentioned as the third of the twelve links: ignorance,
sankhara, consciousness. But it actually requires consciousness to have a
sense-contact — remember sense-contact is the coming together of the sense
organ, the sense object, and consciousness. So consciousness is there in the
sense-contact. Consciousness is there in the craving and the clinging.
Consciousness is there at birth, whether it’s the birth of the sense of self or
the birth of the physical being. Thus consciousness is happening in multiple
places even though it’s only mentioned once.

The same thing happens with sankhara — created things, compounded
things, concoctions. It's mentioned in step two, but your mind and body are
also concoctions as well, they are created things, they are sankharas. Your
senses are sankharas. Your cravings and clingings are mental activities,
sankharas. Sankhara is also occurring multiple times in the operation of the
links as well.

The links of dependent origination are presented linearly, but it does help to
see dependent origination in a more holographic way. One way I like to
think of it is similar to a telescope. If you have three parts to the telescope,
you can squish it down and it gets small; or you can extend it out. When
you’ve got the twelve links, you’ve extended out the telescope; but you can
also squish it down. On the inside you have those first two links: out of
ignorance we concoct the world — for example consider a wooden table —
you look at it, and you know it’s a table. Actually, you are ignoring the fact
that this used to be trees, and somebody cut down the trees, and somebody
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made it into nice pieces of wood. Then somebody assembled it into this
table. But eventually this table is going to be worn out. It’ll be just
firewood. Then it will be burned, and it will become carbon dioxide which
some trees will breathe in. So when you concoct a table, you are ignoring
it’s full history — and the fact that it is changing all the time. It's changing
slowly, but you are ignoring that too, as well as its full history. Anytime
you concoct something, you’re missing some of the bigger picture. That’s
the inside part of the telescope of dependent origination.

The middle part is the consciousness, mind-and-body, the senses, the sense-
contacts, the vedana, the craving, the clinging — that’s what goes on when
we’re concocting the world out of ignorance, the middle part of the
telescope. Then the outside part is the becoming, birth, and death. So there
was this urge to become, we got born and eventually we’re going to die.
But inside of this, between the becoming, the birth, and the death, there is
this life full of sense-contacts, cravings and clingings. And inside of that
there is concocting the world out of ignorance. When you look at dependent
origination telescoped in this way, you have three different perspectives on
this one life, not three lifetimes.

So far, we've only scratched the surface of dependent origination. There are
many teachings on dependent origination and in the next few chapters we’ll
look at some more of them. Hopefully this chapter has given you a sense of
the basics of the twelve links of dependent origination, from the perspective
of moment-to-moment experience.

If you want to dig deeper into this moment-to-moment interpretation, I
highly recommend Ajahn Buddhadasa's book Under the Bodhi Tree:
Buddha's Original Vision of Dependent Co-arising. It is by far the finest
book on this topic available today. It's a wonderful and very readable
collection of Ajahn Buddhadasa's Dhamma talks on dependent origination.
Consider this chapter only as a teaser for Ajahn Buddhadasa's far deeper
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and more profound exposition of dependent origination. Read that book and
you will have a far better understanding of the moment-to-moment
interpretation of dependent origination than this brief overview can
possibly give you.

1. E.g. DN 22.11 and MN 10.32
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Transcendental Dependent Origination
Dukkha is the supporting condition for confidence. SN 12.23*

The sutta on Transcendental Dependent Origination is one of the more
interesting ways that dependent origination is used to teach more than just
the moment to moment activity we experience with our sense-contacts. This
is the Upanisa Sutta found at Samyutta 12.23."

This sutta presents the links in the so-called reverse order, which is usually
the best way to study the links of dependent origination. However for this
sutta, initially I'm going to present the links in the so-called forward order.
The sutta can be divided into two parts — the mundane part and the
transcendental part.

The mundane part is the usual twelve links starting with Ignorance as a
necessary condition for Sankhara ... up through Birth as a necessary
condition for Dukkha. This mundane part explains how we get ourselves
into the messes of Dukkha that we experience — just like we have been
discussing in the previous chapters.

Then the sutta says that Dukkha is a necessary condition for the arising of
Saddha. Saddha is often translated as “faith” but I think a better translation
is “confidence.” This confidence is not self confidence, rather it's
confidence in a proposed method for overcoming Dukkha. What this link is
teaching us is that once we acknowledge the seeming all-pervasiveness of
dukkha, we begin searching for a solution to this problem.{ There are
manifold paths promising relief from dukkha, most of which don't work.
However, when we do find a promising path, we try it out and if it seems
like it just might work, we gain confidence in that path.
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From that Confidence as a necessary condition, Pamojja arises. Pamojja is
usually translated as “worldly joy.” This joy arises because the path that
one now has confidence in is starting to work. In particular, the Buddha
frequently teaches that Pamojja arises during meditation when one
overcomes the five hindrances of sensual desire, ill will & hatred, sloth &
torpor, restless & remorse, and doubt.’

Having generated this Worldly Joy, one can now generate Piti. Piti gets
variously translated as “rapture” or “euphoria” or “ecstasy” or “delight.”
My favorite translation is “glee.” Piti is primarily a physical sensation that
sweeps you powerfully into an altered state. But Piti is not solely physical;
as the suttas say, “on account of the presence of Piti there is mental
exhilaration.””

When the Piti calms down, Passaddhi — tranquility — arises. Then because
of that tranquility, Sukha — joy, happiness — arises. Upon letting go of the
pleasure of the Sukha, Samadhi — deep concentration — manifests. These
five — Pamojja, Piti, Passaddhi, Sukha, and Samadhi — are the mind's
movement into and through the four jhanas, the purpose of which is to
generate the deep concentration that turbo-charges one's insight practice.*

Arising dependent on a mind that is “thus concentrated, pure and bright,
unblemished, free from defects, malleable, wieldy, steady and attained to
imperturbability” is Yathabhiitafianadassana — knowing and seeing things
as they are. These are the insights into the nature of reality that begin the

process of freeing one from dukkha.

When the insights are deep enough, when one knows and sees what's
actually happening, this can lead to Nibbida. The best translation of nibbida
is “disenchantment.” We are currently under the spell that we will find
relief from dukkha via the things of this world. But when we can see deeply
enough the way things really are, we become dis-enchanted; the spell is
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broken.

Being disenchanted, we can become Viraga. Viraga is an interesting word.
It has two parts: vi- and raga. “Raga” means “color, hue; coloring.” But it
has broader meanings than just visual; you might be familiar with the
Indian musical form raga. A raga colors one's mind, generates a mood.®
And “vi-” is a prefix with a multitude of meanings — in this case it would be
“not.” The usual translation of Viraga is “dispassion;” but this dispassion
doesn't mean a flat affect. It means one's mind is not colored by the things
of the world that one has become disenchanted with and which have been
seen to no longer be an exit from Dukkha.

Dependent on dispassion, Vimutti arises —
release/deliverance/emancipation. Finally with emancipation, Asavakkhaye
fiana is gained — the knowledge of the destruction of the asavas. The asavas
are the intoxicants — we are intoxicated with sense pleasures, we are
intoxicated with becoming, and we are intoxicated by ignorance. The
overcoming of these intoxicants is the goal of practice; and with
emancipation, one knows one has done what needed to be done, one has
become an arahant.

Now we can build the following chart of Transcendental Dependent
Origination — in the reverse order:

Knowledge of destruction of the asavas (asavakkhaye fiana) arises
dependent upon

Emancipation (vimutti) arises dependent upon

Dispassion (viraga) arises dependent upon

Disenchantment (nibbida) arises dependent upon

Knowledge and vision of things as they are
(yathabhiitafianadassana) arises dependent upon

Concentration (samadhi) arises dependent upon
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Happiness (sukha) arises dependent upon

Tranquility (passaddhi) arises dependent upon

Rapture (piti) arises dependent upon

Worldly Joy (pamojja) arises dependent upon

Confidence (saddha) arises dependent upon

Dukkha arises dependent upon the other eleven mundane links,
which follow in the usual order

Ignorance

This is the outline of the path of practice that the Buddha frequently spoke
of,” and this path of practice clearly has nothing to do with multiple
lifetimes. We are, in this very life, to undertake this path of practice which
leads to emancipation and the knowledge that you are emancipated. In the
three-lifetimes model, the Dukkha step, i.e. the Aging-and-Death step, is
supposed to be in your next lifetime, yet the Buddha clearly teaches we are
to practice in this way in this lifetime.

The transcendental part of this sutta has nothing to do with the onset of
dukkha — in fact it's the exact opposite. The usual twelve links are the
example par excellence of dependent origination, but they are only the
common, elaborate example. The general principle of dependent
origination, of which this is an example, is actually more important than the
usual mundane twelve links. More on this general principle as we get
deeper.

* Don't worry — I will explain exactly what this statement means in just a
few paragraphs.

T The Buddha discusses this searching in another sutta: AN 6.63: “And
what is the result of dukkha? Here, someone overcome by dukkha, with a
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mind obsessed by it, sorrows, languishes, and laments; they weep beating
their breast and become confused. Or else, overcome by dukkha, with a
mind obsessed by it, they embark upon a search outside, saying: ‘Who
knows one or two words for putting an end to this dukkha?’ Dukkha, I say,
results either in confusion or in a search. This is called the result of
dukkha.”

1. Bhikkhu Bodhi has a far more detailed examination of this sutta which
can be found at “Transcendental Dependent Arising: A Translation and
Exposition of the Upanisa Sutta", by Bhikkhu Bodhi. Access to Insight
(BCBS Edition), 1 December 2013,
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/bodhi/wheel277 . html.

2. For a detailed look at these hindrances, see Abandoning the Five
Hindrances at
http://rc.leighb.com/more/Abandoning_the_Five_Hindrances.htm.

3.DN 1.3.23

4. For a detailed examination of these five mind states and how they are
synonymous with the four jhanas, see the chapter “The Jhana Summary” in
my book Right Concentration, pages 127-131.

5.DN 2.83

6. Analayo, 2009, pg 29ff

7. E.g. DN 9.30, MN 22.20, MN 26.15-16,19, MN 63.8-10, MN 64.9&15,
MN 72.14, MN 83.21, MN 118.42, and many other places as well.
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The Honeyball Sutta

Dependent on the eye and forms, eye-consciousness arises. The
meeting of these three is contact. With contact as condition there is
vedana. What one feels, that one conceptualizes. What one
conceptualizes, one thinks about. What one thinks about, one
mentally proliferates. MN 18.16

There is an important set of dependently arising links that overlaps with
some of the usual twelve links, but provides additional insights that are
different from those of the twelve links. This set is found in the Middle
Length Discourses at sutta MN 18, “The Honeyball Sutta.”

The sutta opens with a lay person (rudely) interrupting the Buddha's
solitary meditation to ask what he teaches, what his doctrine is. The answer
is a bit cryptic: “I teach in a way such that one does not quarrel with
anyone; in a way that concepts no more underlie one who lives detached
from sensual pleasures, without bewilderment, free from worry and
craving.” The questioner is not pleased and leaves.

Later that evening, the Buddha tells his monks what had transpired. A
monk asks how does the Buddha teach in that way, and how is it that
concepts no longer underlie the Buddha. And again, the Buddha's reply is
cryptic: “As for the source through which concepts and mental proliferation
beset one: if nothing is found to desire or cling to, this is the end of the
underlying tendencies to unwholesome states, the end of quarrels and
disputes, here these evil states cease without remainder.””

Rather than unpacking this statement at this time, let's look at the dependent
arisings:
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evil, unwholesome states such as quarrels and disputes
arise dependent upon

desire and clinging
arise dependent upon

concepts and mental proliferation

This is somewhat similar to what we found in the “The Discourse on
Quarrels & Disputes” discussed in the chapter The Key. Quarrels and
disputes arise dependent on desire and clinging which is similar to what we
found earlier. But desire and clinging in “The Honeyball Sutta” are not said
to be dependent on pleasant/unpleasant and then contact and name-and-
form. Here desire and clinging arise dependent upon concepts and mental
proliferation.

But what exactly does this mean? Well, after saying this, the Buddha retired
to his dwelling. The monks were puzzled; “Who can we ask to explain the
details of this?” They decided to go to the venerable Maha Kaccana and ask
him to explain it. He says they should have asked the Buddha himself to
explain it, but he will do what he can.

Maha Kaccana says he understands the detailed meaning as follows: for
each of the six senses, he says, “Dependent on the [sense organ] and [sense
objects], [sense]-consciousness arises. The meeting of these three is contact
(phasso). With contact as condition there is vedana. What one feels (vedeti
— verb form of vedana), one conceptualizes (safijanati — verb form of
safind). What one conceptualizes, one thinks (vitakketi — verb from of
vitakka) about. What one thinks about, one mentally proliferates
(papaficasanfiasankha).”

Maybe still a bit cryptic. But let's build the dependent arisings table:

dependent upon sense organ & sense object, sense-consciousness
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arises

dependent upon sense organ, sense object & sense-consciousness,
contact arises

dependent upon contact, vedana arises

dependent upon vedana, conceptualization arises

dependent upon conceptualization, thinking arises

dependent upon thinking, mental proliferation arises

The six sense organs are eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind. The six
sense objects are sights, sounds, smells, tastes, tangibles, and mind-objects
(dhammas). Sense-consciousness is the basic interface between the physical
(sense object & sense organ) and the mental (knowing the sensory input).
Consciousness could be defined as “that which knows.” For example, as
you read this sentence you are not aware of the touch sensations in your left
foot — until I mention them. Then you become aware of them — conscious
of them; that's touch consciousness. It's the same with what is in your
peripheral vision — you only became aware of those sights when I mention
them. All along there was touch on your left foot and the objects in your
peripheral vision were present — but you were not conscious of them until
the corresponding sense consciousness kicked in.

Contact is the coming together of sense organ, sense object, and sense-
consciousness — it takes all three. This is not mentioned in the usual twelve
links of dependent origination, but thankfully it is taught in this sutta. We
have discussed vedana in detail in the chapter The Key. Safifia arises
dependent on vedana and is an extremely important word. Safifia is usually
translated as “perception;” however, perhaps a more accurate translation
would be “conceptualization.” When there is a sensory input, we
conceptualize that input which then provides us with the
name/identification of that input. As we get deeper into this book, safina
will crop up again.
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So now we have the basics of sensory input. There is an object and an
organ; these come together with sense-consciousness to generate contact.
Contact is invariably followed by vedana. Then we conceptualize that
input. The conceptualizing step does not always occur. If you are well
concentrated (in meditation or on a task) there might be a sound, but you
don't bother to conceptualize what it is. But for most sensory input, we do
conceptualize what that input is. Then we think about it; thinking involves
stringing together concepts.

One of the more important teachings in early Buddhism is the teaching on
the five aggregates (khandhas). They are riipa (materiality), vedana
(valence), sanifia (conceptualization), sankhara (fabrication), and vifinana
(consciousness). Here in Maha Kaccana's explanation, we find these five
aggregates: sense-objects and sense-organs are materiality; these come
together with consciousness to generate contact which is invariably
followed by vedana; the sensory input is conceptualized, and the concepts
are fabricated to make thoughts. Remember from the chapter The Key,
sankhara is literally “making together” — what we are making together is
our con